Introduction: The Pulse of Modern Academia
The Thomson Reuters Web of Science database (which is by no means exhaustive of the entire global academic output) lists more than 3,000 social science journals. The journals classified as economics alone contained approximately 20,000 articles last year. This implies that one new journal article on economics is published every 25 minutes -even on Christmas Day. This iceberg-like immensity of the modern social sciences means that it is going to be difficult to say anything coherent and truly general across them. Nobody walking the planet has read more than 1 per cent of their published output. Most of us have not read 0.1 per cent. (Goodall and Oswald 2014) [Peter Higgs] … had little enthusiasm for the changes that had transformed academia by the time he retired in 1996. 'Today, I wouldn't get an academic job. It's as simple as that. I don't think I would be regarded as productive enough.' His published papers can be counted on two hands, whereas academics now are expected to churn out several a year, and when I ask if he feels this has come at the cost of space for intellectual thought, he says: 'I was certainly uncomfortable with it. After I retired, it was quite a long time before I went back to my department. As I am writing this article, I should be writing something else: an email to an editor, an email to an author, a letter of recommendation, notes for tomorrow's classes, comments on students' papers, comments on manuscripts, an abstract for an upcoming conference, notes for one of the books I'm working on. I cannot remember the last time I ended a day having crossed everything off my to-do list. (Nel 2014) Critical literature inquiring into the transformation of academia increasingly features reflections and observations indicating how diverse academic operations, processes, experiences and activities intensify. Diagnosing the state of contemporary British academia, 2 which this book is largely preoccupied with, Thomas Docherty warns that 'structural impatience' and the 'need for speed [in academia] kills learning and crushes the reason ' (2013) . 3 In his book For the University, Docherty further stresses that academics 'now live in a culture that has no time for professional experience or knowledge … [they] live in a kind of foreshortening of time itself … [and as a result] give no time for learning or teaching or thinking ' (2011: 144) . Similarly, reflecting on their book-length treatment of the changes of the Australian university, Simon Marginson and Mark Considine note: 'What was often surprising to us, during the course of the case studies underpinning this book, was the speed and the extent of the changes now taking place ' (2000: 2) . Or, reflecting on the 'hurried and harried' American academia, Robert Bullough Jr noted how academics now need to absorb and manage unprecedented information overload, abounding numbers of publications and fleeting attention spans of their students, which results in a loss of integrity and control over one 's life (2014: 20-22) . He adds that paradoxically 'speed and fast thinking actually undermine individual and institutional efficiency ' (2014: 22) . Some writers go even a step further -not only by assessing the frenetic pace of the contemporary world, but also by declaring that classical academic disciplines assume a specific temporal task associated with knowledge production. In this respect, the French philosopher Alain Badiou reclaims the need to slowdown and warns against the dangers that omnipresent acceleration possesses for philosophy:
The singular and irreducible role of philosophy is to establish a fixed point within discourse, a point of interruption, a point of discontinuity, an unconditional point. Our world is marked by its speed: the
